The Platonic milieu is the most significant of the possible milieus that can be attributed to the Proto-Hesychast Dionysius the Pseudo-Areopagite. The present article hypothesizes that Dionysius' master Hierotheus was Isidore of Alexandria, a disciple of the Neoplatonist Proclus, and posits that Dionysius' locale was Egyptian rather than Syrian. Certain aspects of Proclus' influence on him are also taken into account, namely his discussion of evil, his imagery of the statues, his system of henads, and his subscription to theurgy. Dionysius' understanding of theurgy was, however, opposed to that of Proclus' ultimate mentor Porphyry for whom theurgy and virtue were mutually exclusive paths. His description of the vision of Carpos tends to underscore this.
INTRODUCTION
Of the possible milieus of the Christian philosopher Dionysius the Pseudo-Areopagite the Platonic is perhaps the only certain one. Dionysius, who posed as St. Paul's convert Dionysius of Athens, was young enough to have studied Proclus and old enough to have been quoted with approval by the Monophysite representatives to the colloquy before the emperor Justinian in 532; the representatives found the quotations in Severus of Antioch's writings.
1 It is diffi cult to date the writings of both Severus and Damascius, who resemble Dionysius, and this fact plays into the shifty author's hands.
Dionysius' infl uence on Western Christian mysticism has been exaggerated. Aquinas accepted him, balancing his mysticism with his own scholasticism, but no one fully embraced Dionysius in the West until Meister Eckhart who transformed rather than extensively used his thought and who was at least equally dependent on such female mystics as Hadewijch, Mechthild of Magdeburg, and Marguerite Porete. 2 Rorem fi nds Dionysius more infl uential in the Western church than the Eastern church.
3 The present writer disagrees and sides on this matter with Leclercq who sees a dearth of Dionysian infl uence in Western Christianity. 4 Rorem himself acknowledges Dionysius' impact on various aspects of Eastern Orthodox mysticism such as the Jesus prayer, monasticism, and theōsis.
DIONYSIUS AND HIEROTHEUS/ISIDORE
Dionysius claims to have been the student of Hierotheus, a supposed disciple of Paul to whom he attributes an Elements of Theology, the selfsame title of a work by the Neoplatonist Proclus. His descriptions of Hierotheus have correspondences with those of Proclus as depicted in Marinus' biography. 5 He places Hierotheus among the disciples gathered around the dying Mary and a partaker with them of a vision accompanying her death. After the vision all who witnessed it spoke some words of appreciation, but none was as mystical as Hierotheus. 'He was so caught up', Dionysius writes, 'so taken out of himself, experiencing communion with the things praised, that everyone who heard him, everyone who saw him, everyone who knew him (or, rather, did not know him) considered him to be inspired, to be speaking with divine praises.' 6 Dionysius credits Hierotheus with having written hymns, namely the Erotic Hymns or Hymns of Yearning; 7 it is likewise known that Proclus wrote a hymn in honour of the Semitic deity Theandrites. But when he announces that Hierotheus' faith was independent of any education, one is reminded more of a student of Proclus who will shortly be considered. 8 Gersh is convinced that Dionysius studied under Proclus in Athens.
9 This is going too far, but, if true, it would recall the careers of the Proto-Hesychasts Basil the Great and Gregory of Nazianzus. 10 The hypothesis does not defy credulity if it is remembered that Proclus had Christian students, in part due to the increasing reliance of Christians on pagan philosophy and logic as an aid for navigating their way through the Christological crises of the fifth century.
Dionysius' arrogance does not obscure a palpable reverence for Hierotheus which leads one to conclude that Hierotheus was no figment of his imagination. His respect for his teacher is a reflection of Greek thought in which the master's personality was indispensable to the pupil's advancement in learning.
11 If Hierotheus was not Proclus himself he was an emulator of Proclus, a minor yet charismatic teacher who inadvertently left a considerable mark on subsequent Proto-Hesychasm. The teachings Hierotheus passed on to Dionysius are Neoplatonic: procession and return, the concept of God as beyond being, and the division of the angels into three groups of three ranks.
12
There are unmistakable parallels between Hierotheus and Isidore of Alexandria, notably their debt to Proclus, their evident charisma, and their restriction of their intake of reading.
13 If Hierotheus and Isidore are the same person a perusal of Damascius' Philosophical History, requested by Theodora of Emesa to commemorate the life of Isidore, would not be an unwise venture for the scholar of Proto-Hesychasm. Although this is a tenuous proposal it is less preposterous than the view of Rosemary Arthur that Hierotheus was a practitioner of Jewish Hekhaloth mysticism.
14 The two individuals (Hierotheus and Isidore) at least breathed the same philosophical air.
Dionysius' respect for Hierotheus is suspiciously similar to Damascius' attitude toward Isidore; both of the 'pupils' flourished around 500. It is unlikely that the 16 their subscription to the concept of an ineffable principle beyond God, their situating of this principle in thick darkness, their comparison of the search for God to the ascent up a mountain (though Dionysius probably found this in Gregory of Nyssa), 17 and their toning down of the evil nature of matter. 18 Syrianus was ultimately responsible for the last position, but Plotinus had given impetus to it in his treatise against the Gnostics, reacting to them and even to an insightful statement of the Neopythagorean Numenius.
19
Whether or not the Areopagite studied under Proclus or Isidore in the fl esh it is clear that he cut his teeth on the former's treatises and commentaries; this is especially evident in The Divine Names. He tells Timothy that he accepts Hierotheus' writings second only to Scripture, 20 and this is something he can be accused of doing in the case of Proclus. He terms the scriptural writers theologians, the closest word he can get to philosopher without being unbiblical. Often he seems more interested in Proclus than in Scripture which he does not tend to quote at length. An exception is Romans 1:20 which he quotes while rebutting sun worship, previously indulged in by Julian the Apostate.
21
His biblical interpretations were also more radical than was usual in his day.
22
Sheldon-Williams thinks Hierotheus was a real person but one not to be identifi ed with Proclus.
23 This is reasonable, but not his subsequent statement that since little is known of Proclus' predecessors Dionysius may have been infl uenced by them rather than by Proclus. He bases his claim on the fact that Dionysius' Christian sources are from the fourth century but not the fi fth century which is when Proclus lived. Against this theory it may be posited that Dionysius was little interested in the theology, as opposed to the philosophy, of his time, but that he was not completely ignorant of it is proven by his use of the Chalcedonian ἀσύγχυτος. Hathaway believes the Areopagite avoided later theologians as an act of deliberate subterfuge. 24 Grondijs has in fact shown Dionysius' dependence on post-Procline thinkers, notably in his use of the words ὑπεραγνωσία and τιμιώτης.
25 One can still therefore place him at the end of the fifth century or the beginning of the sixth.
AN EGYPTIAN DIONYSIUS?
Dionysius was not necessarily a Syrian as has been alleged, on the basis of his description of the sacrament of myron, but perhaps an Egyptian or at least a Greek Egyptian. Rutledge takes him for either an Egyptian or a Syrian. 
THE PROCLINE INFLUENCE
Dionysius was eager to capitalize on the affi nities between Origen and the Cappadocians on the one hand and the Neoplatonists on the other, 34 and he hence passed on, with Maximus the Confessor, a strong dose of philosophy to the Hesychasts. He did not hesitate to appropriate Proclus' ideas and writings, notably his treatise on evil in The Divine Names in which he changed only two things in the interest of Christian theology: he made the daemons fall and denied that evil could be attributed to animals or to matter. 35 He strongly echoes Proclus in denying the independent existence of evil which is the partial absence of good, partial because if it was totally absent of good it would not even have existence. In addition to Proclus' infl uence one can detect an indebtedness to Syrianus and Plato's Parmenides. This formidable dialogue was undergoing a renaissance thanks to the Neoplatonists. Proclus and his disciple Marinus each wrote a commentary on it, and Damascius, as was his custom, wrote a commentary on Proclus' commentary.
36
Dionysius' dependence on Proclus cannot be overstressed. He claims that great and small, identical and different, similar and dissimilar, and rest and movement can be attributed to God, the identical claim of Syrianus and Proclus in their interpretation of the Parmenides.
37 Dionysius is the only ancient writer to have used the word θεανδρικός, a word that becomes more illuminating when Proclus' hymn in honour of Theandrites is remembered. When he spoke of 'the statues that are the divine names' he had in mind the old Greek custom of carving hollow statues, without feet or hands, of Hermes and Silenus. Each statue had a door which the devotee opened to place smaller statues of the gods he most reverenced inside. The names of God were like the statues of Hermes, disclosing nothing to the uninitiated and concealing all their beauties within. For Proclus as well, and for his mentor Plutarch of Athens, the divine names had replaced the statues which were being destroyed by the Byzantine emperors. Proclus witnessed the removal of the statue of Athena from the Athenian acropolis and subsequently dreamed that the goddess appeared to him with the words, 'Lady Athenais intends to stay with you.' 39 Dionysius was indebted to the Neoplatonists not only for his imagery of the statues but for his use of the word 'henad' to describe the angelic hierarchy beneath God; while Proclus had termed the One the 'Henad of the henads' Dionysius called God 'the unifying Henad of all henads '. 40 In a recent study Riordan attempts to separate Dionysius from his Neoplatonist bearings. 41 This he does by averring that he had a higher view of matter than the Neoplatonists, that his metaphysical hierarchies issue forth because of love (ἔρως) rather than necessity (ἀναγκή), and that God is not only one but three or, as he impersonally calls Him, the thearchical essence (τὴν θεαρχικὴν ὁλὴν ὕπαρχιν). As for the first point, Dionysius certainly does not devaluate the material world as much as earlier Neoplatonists like Plotinus and Porphyry. He even asserts that matter is not complete chaos because it is connected with order and has the power of generation; but his position is not so much because of his theological orthodoxy as because of the fact that in later Neoplatonism there is less hatred for matter than in earlier Neoplatonism, so even this un-Platonic situation is Neoplatonic in origin. In his use of ἔρως Dionysius was imitating Proclus 42 and, as with Proclus, the term tended to be somewhat metaphorical and obfuscating, meaning only that God is 'constitutively present' to his creatures, 'providing them with all that they are as the differentiated manifestation of himself' in Perl's words. 43 Regarding the last point, while Neoplatonism did not accept the Trinity it certainly had three initial hypostases which seem to have inspired Dionysius' thinking on the subject of the ultimate more than the Trinity itself did.
Riordan also fails to stress the influence Neoplatonic theurgy had on Dionysius. No Christian writer before or after him used the word θεουργία to the extent that he did. Even a pagan work like Iamblichus' De Mysteriis employs it less than the Dionysian writings. Dionysius uses the word θεουργία or one of its derivatives forty-eight times.
44
39 O'Meara, Neoplatonism and Christian Thought, 70. 40 O'Meara, Neoplatonism and Christian Thought, 74. 41 Riordan, Divine Light, [89] [90] 132. 42 John M. Rist, Eros and Psyche: Studies in Plato, Plotinus, and Origen (University of Toronto Press, 1964) He even terms the Eucharistic rites the θεουργία μυστηριά, the mysteries by which one is made godlike. His use of the idea and terminology of theurgy can be linked with the Chaldean Oracles whose author is termed θεουργός, though his use of Oracular language probably derived from the school of Proclus. An instance of this language is his description of Jesus and the Holy Spirit as fl owers and lights above being.
45
Anyone who doubts the impact of theurgy on Dionysius' age need only consult Damascius' Philosophical History which is full of the occult and the magical. Two illustrations will suffi ce for now. Damascius says that he attended a paranormal session in which a young woman poured water into a glass cup and explained the prophetic images she saw there. It is likely that Damascius' colleague Asclepiodotus the Younger had recourse to such divination before he chose to leave Alexandria for Aphrodisias and so escape Christian persecution. 46 Damascius also relates that he was privileged to see a baetyl, a heavenly stone or meteorite, alternately resting in the hands of its guardian Eusebius, hiding in his clothes, or moving through the air. Eusebius had found the baetyl near a mountain at night, and the baetyl had informed him that it was the possession of the Heliopolitan god Gennaios. The stone was usually white but sometimes purple and was covered with vermilion letters which Eusebius could interpret as he could the whistling of the stone when it ran into walls. 47 This can be compared to Dionysius' use of multicolored stones (white, red, yellow, and green) to describe the angels. 48 In line with all this is the Orthodox scholar Florovsky's assertion that Dionysius' terminology recalls that of the Greek mysteries. 49 Porphyry had said that theurgy and virtue were mutually exclusive paths, 50 but there is a strong moral message in Dionysius. He was acquainted with a saint, a Cretan named Carpos, 51 who instead of interceding for the restoration of two apostates prayed for their judgment. One night his bedroom seemed to be split in two from the roof down until he stood in an open space. Jesus and the angels were above him, and below him was a chasm at the top of which the apostates struggled to free themselves from serpents who were attempting to drag them down into the pit. Carpos, in his righteous indignation, tried to aid the serpents, but Jesus descended from His throne and took the apostates to Himself, asking Carpos if it was not possible that he deserved to live with the serpents rather than with God and His angels.
52
A Platonic reader might have noticed a similarity between this story and that of the judgment and rescue of Miltiades in the Gorgias. 53 But it is also a foreshadowing of the Hesychastic exaltation of compassion. Dionysius' words about Carpos' later career are a prophecy of another Proto-Hesychast, Symeon the New Theologian: 'He never began the holy sacraments of the mysteries without having a propitious vision first appear to him in the preliminary sacred prayers.' 54 This brings up the importance of prayer in Proto-Hesychasm. The activity does not as a rule play a great part in the Proto-Hesychasm of Dionysius, but he opens his Mystical Theology with a prayer and speaks of the chain of prayer whereby the initiate is lifted upwards to God. 55 The analogy is not unrelated to the concept of the chain of being, known by the Platonists and the Aristotelians, and to the golden chain, a metaphor for a kind of apostolic succession that was prominent in Neoplatonic circles and which would affect the monastic thought of Symeon the New Theologian 56 as well as a pronouncement of the bishops of Chalcedon. 57 
CONCLUSION
The present article has focused on the Platonic and specifically Neoplatonic milieu of Dionysius the Pseudo-Areopagite and has additionally drawn attention to his possible Egyptian locale and the thesis that his revered Hierotheus was Isidore or at least a charismatic student of Proclus. Together with Maximus the Confessor, Dionysius was an important philosophical, as opposed to ascetical, influence on Hesychasm. His system is unthinkable without the prior example of Proclus, just as Gregory of Nyssa is unthinkable without Plotinus and Origen without the Middle Platonists; but because of the overwhelming infl uence of Proclus on his philosophy he does not deserve to be regarded as a Christian thinker and transformer of non-Christian thought.
